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Introduction


Born over 150 years ago, Sigmund Freud continues to loom large in the contemporary world. No other psychologist – with the possible exception of his near contemporary Carl Jung – has achieved quite his degree of fame or indeed notoriety. Freudian terms are on everyone’s lips, and his ideas – at least in shorthand form – have become commonplace. We talk, for example, about being in denial, about having made a Freudian slip, and so on…


Freud is best known, of course, for his ideas about sex – even for the idea that just about everything is about sex – and in this way he is sometimes seen as a kind of prophet of today’s hypersexualized Western society. Freud was certainly one of many late nineteenth-century thinkers who began to study human sexuality systematically and scientifically. Nonetheless, his understanding of sexuality was rather different from, or more complex than, what it is generally taken to mean today: for Freud it was not so much a brute animal instinct than a deeply human energy that underpinned the personality in all its diverse aspects.


This brief book sets out to give an overview of Freud’s thinking and to show how his ideas continue to offer illuminating, stimulating insights into human psychology and behaviour. In recent years Freud’s reputation as a great and useful thinker has taken a bit of a tumble – unfairly, in my opinion. Here I would like to stress his role as an outstanding and courageous pioneer whose groundbreaking ideas opened a window onto a hidden, intricate world that had previously been rarely acknowledged, let alone explored.


No other psychologist – with the possible exception of his near contemporary Carl Jung – has achieved quite his degree of fame or indeed notoriety
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1 Life and times


The pioneer of psychoanalysis


Freud’s psychoanalytic theories developed in a particular time and place as well as being the product of a particular, even unusual, personality.


Most of his long life was spent in Vienna, which at the end of the nineteenth century was the centre of a thriving medical as well as more general culture. It was in this cosmopolitan city that Freud developed a successful neurological practice and from 1900 began to attract a large number of followers.


Freud’s psychoanalytic theories… the product of a particular, even unusual, personality
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Key term: psyche
The term psyche derives from the Greek word for ‘soul’ or ‘mind’ – the non-physical part of the individual. Freud first coined the word psychoanalysis (literally ‘analysis of the mind’) in 1894, although he had used variants somewhat earlier.
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In this chapter we will look at:


[image: image]    an overview of the key events in Freud’s life


[image: image]    Viennese culture at the turn of the twentieth century


[image: image]    Freud’s personality
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Life










	1855

	Born 6 May into a German Jewish merchant family in Freiberg (Příbor), Moravia, then part of the Austrian empire and now in the Czech Republic
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